Southeast Asian writing in Australia: the case of Vietnamese writing by Jacklin, Michael
University of Wollongong 
Research Online 
Faculty of Arts - Papers (Archive) Faculty of Arts, Social Sciences & Humanities 
1-1-2010 
Southeast Asian writing in Australia: the case of Vietnamese writing 
Michael Jacklin 
University of Wollongong, mjacklin@uow.edu.au 
Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/artspapers 
 Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons, and the Social and Behavioral Sciences Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Jacklin, Michael, Southeast Asian writing in Australia: the case of Vietnamese writing 2010, 175-183. 
https://ro.uow.edu.au/artspapers/557 
Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information 
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au 
	 175
Michael	Jacklin
Southeast	 asian	 Writing	 in	 australia:	
The	case	of	Vietnamese	Writing
literatures	 in	 languages	 other	 than	 english	 produced	 by	 migrant	 or	 diasporic	
communities	pose	intriguing	questions	for	both	matters	of	cultural	sustainability	
and	national	literatures.	Dan	Duffy,	in	his	article	on	Vietnamese-canadian	author	
Thuong	Vuong-Riddick’s	Two Shores / Deux Rives,	begins	by	describing	a	visit	
to	 the	Boston	Public	library	where	he	chances	upon	a	surprisingly	substantial	
collection	 of	 Vietnamese-language	 publications.	among	 the	 twenty	 shelves	 of	












story’	 (322).	a	similar	claim	could	be	made	with	regards	 to	 literature	 in	asian	







that	 i	 neither	 speak	nor	 read	Vietnamese.	Yet	 as	 a	 researcher	with	 the	austlit	
database	responsible	for	the	documentation	of	australia’s	multilingual	literatures,	
i	 am	 aware	 of	 the	 vibrant	 and	 diverse	 literature	 produced	 by	 a	 wide	 range	 of	
Vietnamese	 writing	 communities	 in	 cities	 across	 australia.	 My	 awareness	 of	
writing	in	Vietnamese	in	australia	began	at	a	Sydney	Writers’	Festival	event	held	
at	liverpool	in	Sydney’s	south-western	suburbs	in	2007.	The	event	was	attended	
by	 a	 sizeable	 audience,	 drawn	 from	 the	australian	 Vietnamese	 community	 as	
well	 as	 from	 the	lao	and	Philippine	 communities,	 as	 literary	production	 from	
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all	three	groups	was	featured	in	the	day’s	proceedings.	as	one	of	the	editors	of	
four recent anthologies of Southeast Asian diasporic writing, Hoàng Ngọc-Tuấn 
detailed	his	involvement	over	more	than	two	decades	with	Vietnamese-australian	
writers	who,	following	their	migration	to	australia,	have	continued	to	write	in	the	

















huynh-Beattie’s	 ongoing	 work	 in	 documenting	 this	 literature	 for	 the	 database	
and	making	it	available	to	the	wider	research	communities	of	australian	literary	




Scholarly	 work	 in	 english	 on	 Vietnamese-australian	 writing	 has	 only	
recently	begun	to	appear,	in	a	few	scattered	articles	that	mainly	discuss	writing	
produced	 in	 english.	 hoa	 Pham	 and	 Scott	 Brook’s	 article	 ‘Generation	V:	The	
Search	for	Vietnamese	australia’	(2009),	for	example,	provides	a	survey	of	five	
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in which, following the Vietnamese government’s policy of Đổi Mới and the easing 
of	relations	with	Western	countries,	members	of	the	Vietnamese	diaspora	return	to	
visit	Vietnam,	either	to	reunite	with	family,	or	on	business,	or	simply	as	tourists.	One	
of	the	plays	discussed,	Vietnam: A Psychic Guide	by	chi	Vu	has	developed	from	
a	short	story	written	in	english	into	a	bilingual	dramatic	work,	with	a	Vietnamese	
translation	 subsequently	 published	 on	 the	 Tien	 Ve	 website.	 Few	 Vietnamese-
australian	works	make	the	journey	in	the	other	direction,	however,	with	translation	
of	australian	writing	in	Vietnamese	into	english	a	rare	occurrence.4	
This is what makes Hoàng Ngọc-Tuấn’s translations of poetry by Uyên 




anthologies,	 films,	 and	 exhibitions	 —	 but	 those	 many	 Vietnamese-australian	
writers	whose	work	has	appeared	 in	Dân Việt	or	Việt Luận,	 two	Sydney-based	
Vietnamese-language	newspapers,	or	whose	work	 is	self-published	and	sold	 in	
bookshops	in	cabramatta	or	liverpool,	remain	unknown	outside	the	Vietnamese-
australian	 community.5	 amongst	 all	 forms	 of	 cultural	 expression,	 poetry	 is	
particularly	valued	by	Vietnamese	readers.	californian-based	Vietnamese	author	
Võ Phiến writes: ‘Poetry and prose, especially poetry, constitute the forte of 
the	Vietnamese	people’	(108).	in	his	essay	on	the	Vietnamese	language	and	its	
maintenance amongst the communities of the Vietnamese diaspora, Võ Phiến 
underscores	the	concreteness	of	both	the	language	and	its	poetry.	By	this	he	means	
its	connection	to	orality	or,	as	John	Schafer	remarks,	its	rootedness	in	‘the	daily	
language of ordinary people’ (283). Võ Phiến writes: ‘In Vietnam, there is no 
need	to	be	literate	to	compose	a	poem;	one	can	be	the	worst	kind	of	illiterate	and	
a	poet.	Poetry	is	spreading	everywhere,	in	the	narrowest	of	alleys,	and	obviously	
it	 is	 flooding	 the	print	medium’	 (108).	he	 goes	 on	 to	write	 of	 the	 importance	








Kiều’, draws upon the traditional Vietnamese story of a young man who falls in 
love	with	a	woman	in	a	portrait,	only	to	find	that	the	woman	is	a	fairy,	able	to	
move	between	her	world	of	 the	painting	and	that	of	 the	young	man	who	loves	




poem	The Tale of Kieu, a well-known work of Vietnamese literature, by Nguyễn 
Du. American-Vietnamese scholar Huỳnh Sanh Thông, in the introduction to 




experiences exile, betrayal and years of trial and hardship. Huỳnh Sanh Thông 


















hold	 that	past.	With	 the	 final	 stanza’s	 reference	 to	 ‘a	 fairy	 /	 stepping	down	 to	









although	my	 reading	 is	obviously	 limited	 to	 the	english	 translation	of	 the	
sequence,	my	inkling	of	the	poems’	beauty	and	wonder	results	from	knowing	that	
the	 sequence	 has	 been	 constructed	 entirely	 from	 ‘found’	 or	 ‘recovered’	 words	
taken	from	a	single	page	of	classified	ads	appearing	in	a	Vietnamese-language	
newspaper	 from	 Sydney.	 The	 ‘Making	 Friends’	 and	 ‘Short	 Messages’	 of	 the	
sequence’s	 title	refer	 to	 the	Personal	columns	and	classified	ads	of	Dân Việt,	
appearing	 on	 the	 week	 of	 the	 7th	 of	 July	 1998.6	 The	 poetry	 sequence	 then	 is	
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more than an exercise in nostalgia by way of literary allusion. Uyên’s poems 
situate	the	work	of	memory	and	engagement	with	the	past	in	the	context	of	the	
everyday	 and	 literally	 using	 ‘the	 daily	 language	 of	 ordinary	 people’.	 Readers	
of	the	literary	journal	Việt, where Uyên’s poems first appeared, can move from 
his	 verses	 to	 the	 page	 of	 advertisements	 from Dân Việt	 which	 is	 reproduced	
next	 to	 them.	The	 poems	 seem,	 in	 one	 sense,	 a	 performance	 of	 quite	 magical	
transformation,	their	appearance	from	the	classified	ads	as	astounding	as	the	fairy	
Giáng Kiều stepping out of the painting. They may also demonstrate, however, 
Võ Phiến’s contention that, for readers of Vietnamese, the space of the everyday, 
encountered	in	newspapers,	and	the	other	world	of	poetry	are	not	that	far	apart;	
and	that	engaging	creatively	with	language	—	one’s	first	language	—	is,	for	many	
Vietnamese	migrants	who	grew	up	 and	were	 educated	 in	Vietnam,	 an	 integral	
aspect	of	maintaining	cultural	identity.7
Moving to another quite remarkable publication, Trần Đình Lýõng’s book of 
poetry	Hải Đảo	(2005)	illustrates	the	complexities	that	arise	when	one	considers	
Vietnamese	 literary	work	written	 in	australia	 from	 the	perspective	of	 national	
literatures.	Following	the	defeat	of	 the	South	Vietnamese	government	 in	1975,	




been	able	 to	 travel	back	 to	Vietnam	and	 in	2005	he	published	Hải Đảo	 in	ho	
chi	Minh	city.	The	book	comprises	twenty-two	poems	and	a	song,	accompanied	
by an introductory essay by Hoàng Ngọc-Tuấn. Of these twenty-two poems, 
fifteen	 are	 in	Vietnamese-only;	 seven	 are	 in	 bilingual	 format.	The	 setting	 and	
content	of	the	poems	moves	between	Vietnam	and	australia,	as	the	title	of	one	
of the Vietnamese poems, ‘Từ sông Tiền Ðýờng đến Jindabyne Lake’ (From Tiền 









again,	 my	 access	 to	 and	 appreciation	 of	 this	 work	 is	 limited	 by	 my	
monolingual	reading	but	what	i	find	intriguing	here	is	not	only	the	evocation	of	









to	 as	 australia’s	 ‘monolingual	 mindset’	 (21),	 or	 what	 J.J.	 Smolicz	 has	 more	




whose	work	circulates	and	 is	critiqued	 internationally	amongst	 the	Vietnamese	
diaspora, remains practically unknown to Australian literature researchers? Uyên 
Nguyên’s work has been included in a major two volume anthology from the 
United	States,	Hai Mýõi Nãm Vãn Học Việt Nam Hải Ngoại 1975–1995	(1995),	
whose	title	translates	as	Twenty	Years	of	Vietnamese	literature	in	the	Diaspora	




Canada. And recently Trần Đình Lýõng and other Vietnamese-Australian writers 
are	able	to	publish	in	Vietnam	while	living	in	australia.	Does	this	writing	only	
enter	australian	literature	when	it	is	translated?	it	seems	that	this	is	the	case,	and	if	
so, Hoàng Ngọc-Tuấn’s translations in this issue are an important step towards the 
inclusion	of	this	significant	field	of	writing	amongst	australian	literary	work.	
Vietnamese	 writing	 in	 australia	 is	 not	 alone	 in	 this	 regard.	 The	 lao	 and	
Philippine	 writing	 communities	 profiled	 at	 the	 literary	 event	 in	 liverpool	
mentioned	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 article	 comprise	 but	 two	 more	 Southeast	




Jose	Wendell	 capili,	 writes	 in	 his	 essay	 ‘Southeast	asian	 Diaspora	Writers	 in	
australia	and	the	consequence	of	community-Based	initiatives’,	‘[q]uite	often,	
literary	cultures	across	australia	will	not	appreciate	works	by	community-based	
Southeast	 asian	 diaspora	 writers’.	 Yet,	 capili	 maintains,	 ‘community-based	
Southeast	asian	diaspora	writers	continue	to	persist	in	australia’	(8),	and	he	goes	
on	to	argue:
Many	of	 those	who	are	 living	 in	non-anglo-celtic	 and	non-european	communities	
all	 over	 australia	 are	 also	 australians…	 The	 creative	 works	 of	 community-based	
Southeast	asian	diaspora	writers	 in	australia	allowed	 these	writers	 to	express	 their	
identity	while	recording	the	specificities	of	their	communities’	respective	narrative	of	
migrations.	There	may	be	occasional	grievances	 in	 these	writings.	But	 these	should	
also	be	negotiated	as	integral	manifestations	of	what	needs	to	be	done	in	any	society	
to	move	forward.	(18)




in	 languages	 other	 than	 english,	 including	 the	 work	 in	Vietnamese	 canvassed	
in this brief article. When Nguyễn Tôn Hiêt writes in ‘Speech of a Poet’ that he 
does	not	ask	his	audience	to	understand,	that	he	only	requests	that	they	listen	to	
his	voice,	he	 is	 in	 fact	proposing	a	basic	 starting	point	 from	which	 those	with	












3 Quotations follow the original text, in which diacritics are not used. With diacritics, tho 
and	van	would	be	thõ	and	văn.
4 Quỳnh-Du has translated into English a novel and a collection of short stories by Pham 
Thi	hoai,	a	Vietnamese	writer	who	lives	in	Germany.	it	should	be	noted	that	these	are	
not works by an Australian-based author, though the translator is Australian. Quỳnh-
Du	is	also	the	translator	into	Vietnamese	of	chi	Vu’s	Vietnam: A Psychic Guide.	
5	 For	 examples	 of	 Vietnamese	 narratives	 circulating	 in	australia	 in	 recent	 years	 see	
Hoàng, Ngọc-Tuấn, 2004; Huynh, Kim, 2007; Nguyen, Pauline, 2007; Huynh-Beattie, 
Boitran,	2009;	Do,	khoa,	2009;	Do,	anh,	2010,	cole,	catherine,	2010.
6	 The	 sequence	 is	 reproduced	 on	 the	 Tien Ve	 website,	 along	 with	 an	 image	 of	 the	
classified	 ads	 page	 from	 which	 the	 words	 were	 taken.	 See	 http://www.tienve.org/
home/viet/viewVietJournals.do?action=viewartwork&artworkid=208
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